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Using the Internet for ESL Beginners

The Internet is a resource that conjures up very different images depending on who uses
it. An American game player challenges his Russian counterpart to a game of Doom. A
professor finds supporting research. A housewife looks for recipes or joins a chat group
on raising children. ...Or perhaps it is the professor playing Doom and the housewife
doing research. The very flexibility and depth of the Internet defies stereotyping.

One stereotype that I often hear, as an ESL teacher, is that the Internet is much too hard
for any but the most advanced ESL students. This is simply not true. ESL students of all
levels share the worldwide enthusiasm for exploring information and interacting online.
ESL teachers need pictures, sound files, and videos to support their language teaching.
Many are eager to share lesson plans, activities and curriculums. The Internet can be a
fantastic resource for all. It only takes a little imagination and courage. Let’s dive in.

A good entry gate for both teachers and students is Dave’s ESL Café www.eslcafe.com
Students can access penpal lists, grammar exercises and examples, vocabulary lessons
and English games. Teachers can talk to other teachers, follow links to activities, and
download lesson plans. Another useful long-term site is Randall’s ESL Cyber Listening
Lab at www.esl-lab.com, a storehouse of leveled audio snippets of conversation, dialogs and
anecdotes. A good in-depth ESL directory listing a wide variety of ESL net resources is
at esl.about.com. About.com specializes in human-researched guides in many different
categories.

The best method, however, of finding the most current ESL sites on the Internet is by
intelligent searching. (The average life span of an Internet address is eighteen months
with sites moving, combining, altering and sometimes just flickering out.) The search
engine that I find most efficient, at this time, is Google: www.google.com. With the words,
ESL beginner links, in the search field, the ESL teacher can access an almost endless
selection of ESL web materials.

ESL providers without computers can still download lessons plans (try, ESL lesson plans
as a search term), stories and pictures. One of my favorite tales is “Do Spiders Live on
the World Wide Web” which is a very simple and amusing graphical introduction to
computer terminology: www.ipl.org/youth/StoryHour/spiders/netpg.html

If the story, by the time you read this, is gone, just reduce the URL to
www.ipl.org/youth/StoryHour/ for the current collection. Simple “stories online” links will
bring up other sites with stories that are appropriate for lower level ESL students. Don’t
forget to use the quotation marks to narrow the search to stories online instead of any
commercially available story. Teachers can print out, copy and distribute the stories to
their students as long as the site does not forbid it. With computer access, students can
read the stories online and then react together in the classroom.

All beginning ESL classes rely heavily on pictures to develop and reinforce vocabulary.
The Internet is an excellent source for these pictures. Choose the picture type and
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category and then enter one of the following searches in the format, key word (subject),
e.g. photos animals

* Photos (category)
* Drawings (category)
» Clipart (category)
»  Graphics (category)

When you find a picture you like, right click the mouse and then, in the dropdown menu,
click: Save as (picture, image). Choose a spot on your computer, and save the picture to
your hard drive. It then can be inserted into a word processing document and printed.
Remember to make sure that the site allows the picture to be copied. If there is no
information about copying onsite, an email request can obtain the necessary permission.

With or without Internet access, if computers are available for students, teachers can find
shareware or freeware to use. Shareware and freeware are small software programs often
developed specifically for ESL classes. Freeware is free; shareware is a “try before you
buy” promise. Just enter ESL shareware as the search term. Find the shareware that is
most applicable for your students and click “download.” Place the file on the desktop,
virus check it, and then unzip and install. There are exercises, story makers, dictionaries,
games and all sorts of other useful small programs.

If students can go online, either at home, in a lab, or in class; the Internet is full of

communicative possibilities. Enter the following terms in the search field:

» Chatterbots. These imaginary web people conduct conversations with users. Practice
dialogues, exchange introductions, ask questions and get a response just as if there
really was a small person living in the computer. Students can control the topic and
the level of English. Some of the chatterbots are better than others, It may take a little
experimentation to find the best for your students.

» Ecards. Students can choose a picture and send a message to the teacher, other
students or family members here or abroad. It doesn’t take much English to say: “Hi,
how are you,” or “I hope you are feeling better.” Even the lowest level students love
to send and receive ecards.

» Java games. Playing any of the many Internet games reinforces vocabulary and
increases fluency. No special download is necessary for Java games. Installing a
small utility, Shockwave/Shockwave Flash, increases the options for interactivity and
selection. Go to the Macromedia Shockwave and Flash Player Download Center:
sdc.shockwave.com/shockwave/download and follow the instructions. Then try Shockwave
games as your search term. A good choice for beginners, available in many formats
on the web, is Mastermind. The computer thinks of a choice of color combinations
from four possibilities. The player must guess the colors and the order. One player
begins by giving instructions to the second player, e.g. “green, red, yellow, red.” The
computer will indicate which colors and locations are correct. Then the players
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exchange places and, using the feedback, guess again. As long as the students can
name colors, they can play the game.

" “flight schedules” online. Numbers and simple questions using “When” and
“Where” are usually in the ESL beginner’s curriculum. Printing out or using a
schedule on line provides students with the opportunity to exchange information in a
set format, e.g. “What time does the 8:10 flight to New York arrive?” Also try train
schedules, football schedules, etc. A site, presently available, with links to schedules
18 dmoz.org/Recreation/Travel/Reservations/Air/Airlines/.

* weather forecast. Along with the national forecast, some sites let the user click a
location for lists of current temperatures. Frequently, very local information is
available by a click on a state and then a town. Beginners can take turns asking and
answering specific questions such as “What will the weather be on Wednesday?”
“What was the highest temperature yesterday?” “When will it rain this week?”

* Students enjoy sites that graphically display user choices. “Discuss Your Design
Personality” at the Wear-Dated site: www.weardated.com directs the user to select carpet
and furnishings and place them in a room. At Land’s End clothing www.landsend.com,
users enter options and create a model person, which they can then clothe with
current fashions. With a computer projector, the whole class can practice “the blue
chair,” or “brown hair and green eyes.” Once vocabulary is known and comfortable,
pairs can work together to create their own designs.

The Internet as a resource is available to all, students and teachers at any stage of
learning. It provides information and resources unavailable in any other medium. It just
takes a little knowledge and a little imagination. Look at the lesson plans other teachers
have developed, download pictures, sounds, and software, and have the confidence to
encourage students to experiment whatever their level.
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Reaching Out

Integrating Internet activities for beginning ESL students into the curriculum

Purpose: Learning parts of the body
Learning contrasting adjectives
Learning about health

Activity I Envelopes with five pictures cards of parts of the face (i.e. one envelope has
five ears, another has five mouths etc.) are passed out. Each student or pair
of students has to make a face. They circulate and ask for cards until their
face is completed.

Internet I  Mr. Potato Head: do in pairs, one student directs the other to complete Mr.
Potato Head. (Other vegetable names may also be taught)

Activity IT  Students take turns calling out a part of the body to another student
who must touch that part and then call out to someone else. (look at the

Cartoon Figure handout for vocabulary.)

Internet IT Cartoon Figure: Students see if they can identify the parts on the
cartoon.

Internet TIT Word Dragon: Unscramble the body part names; work in pairs or threes.

Activity ITT Take objects and order them according to adjective pairs (i.e. short,
long).

Internet IV Cartoon-O-Matic: Create your own cartoon face using the adjectives.
Activity and Internet

Use the downloaded pictures from the Internet to discuss health and
doctor visits.

Judith Diamond  Adult Learning Resource Center Des Plaines, Illinois 60018 jdiamond@irc-desplaines.org
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Reaching Out 2

Integrating Internet activities for beginning ESL students into the curriculum

Purpose: Learning prepositions
Learning directions
Learning present and present continuous tense

Activity I Use the fish figures to illustrate above, below, beside, in front of.

Activity IT  Have students model the prepositions. Contrast present and
present continuous with motion and lack of motion.

Internet I  Fish Tank: Look at the virtual fish tank and as a class describe where one fish
is as it moves using the present continuous: "The red fish is

swimming in front of the blue fish."

Internet IT Kitty Wants a Box: Use projector to show class or print out. Have
students describe each picture.

Activity ITT Have students direct each other to a location or person in the room
by using prepositions and left, right etc.

Internet IIT Spacequest: move the figure in the direction requested.

Internet IV Talking about Daily Routines: Have students talk or write, where
Harold is in the pictures.

Activity IV Introduce vocabulary and develop a list of a typical daily routine.
Internet V Talking About Daily Routines: Listen to Harold's daily routine

and attempt the fill-ins. (This may have to be done as a class first.)
Activity V. Write your own daily routine.

Judith Diamond Adult Learning Resource Center Des Plaines, Illinois 60018 jdiamond@irc-desplaines.org
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